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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the specific stress-producing experiences encountered by single parents. 
Additionally, the perceived sources of support among the participants were sought. Twenty-five single mothers were telephone 
interviewed using semi-structured questions. The results suggested that financial problems, problems related to absence of 
fathers’ in children’s lives, role overload, cultural attitudes toward widowhood and concerns over effective parenting were the 
most frequently expressed problems. The participants viewed one’s own extended family members, friends, ex-spouses and 
relatives as the most important sources of financial, social, and emotional support.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Along with the increasing prevalence of single-parent families, single parent families have became one of the 
mostly studied topics in the literature. Most research on single-parent families have focused on the problems faced 
by children and adolescents (e.g. Nunn, Parish, & Worthing, 1983), welfare issues (e.g. Snell & Millar, 1987), 
employment status and work conditions (Zaslow & Emig, 1997), and parenting behaviors (e.g. Brody & Flor, 1998). 
Although majority of research findings on children and adolescents from single-parent homes reported negative 
outcomes like incidence of several behavior problems (Peterson & Zill, 1986), delinquency and school problems 
(Manning & Lamb, 2003), and less positive adjustment (Nunn, Parish, & Worthing, 1983) as compared to children 
and adolescents from intact homes, there are also studies suggesting that there is no difference between children and 
adolescents from single-parent families and those from intact homes regarding well-being (Hilton, Desrochers, & 
Devall, 2001) and ego identity status (Cakir & Aydin, 2004).  
In the literature, there are also studies which compare single-parent families to two-parent families, suggesting 
that single mothers are more disadvantaged and stressed than single fathers and parents from intact families in terms 
of educational level, job status, economic strain, coping with their multiple roles, support networks, and parenting 
(Hilton & Devall, 1998). However, as mentioned by Richard and Schmiege (1993), there are very few studies on 
with-in-group variation in single-parent families. In one of such few studies, it was reported that financial problems, 
 
* S. Gulfem Cakir. Tel.: +0-242-310-6626; fax: +0-242-226-1953. 
E-mail address: sgcakir@akdeniz.edu.tr. 
1877-0428 © 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.07.239
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
1080  S. Gulfem Cakir / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 5 (2010) 1079–1083
role/task overload, social life and problems with ex-spouse were among the most pressing problems expressed by 60 
single-parent mothers and 11 single-parent fathers (Richard & Schmiege, 1993).  
Single mother homes have also been increasing in Turkey. Although many Turkish researchers have 
acknowledged problems of single mothers, the research interests have mostly concentrated on the problems during 
divorce process (e.g. Ucan, 2007). Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate the specific stress-
producing experiences encountered by single mothers and their perceived sources of support. This study examines 
the problems and support sources of single mothers from their point of view.  
 
2. Method 
2.1. Participants 
 
This exploratory study involved 25 volunteer single mothers. The participants were the mothers of children who 
were attending two elementary schools located in a middle class area of Ankara, the capital city of Turkey. 
Participants’ ages ranged from 23 to 48 years old (M=36.12 years old). Table 1 summarizes the sociodemographic 
characteristics of the participants. 
 
UTable 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of participants 
 
 Frequency (%) 
 
Education  
 Illiterate 1 (4%) 
 Elementary 7 (28%) 
 Middle school 1 (4%) 
 High school 9 (36%) 
 University 7 (28%) 
Employment Status  
 Employed 19 (76%) 
 Unemployed 6 (24%) 
Marriage Type  
 Other arranged 9 (36%) 
 Self arranged 16 (64%) 
Number of Children  
 1 13 (52%) 
 2 10 (40%) 
 4 2   (8%) 
Household  
 Grandmother and children 8 (32%) 
 Grandparents and children 2 (8%) 
 Children 15 (60%) 
 
2.2. Interviews and data analysis 
 
Participants were telephone interviewed by using semi-structured questions. The questions aimed at probing 
about a) the stress-producing experiences of the mothers and b) sources of support (financial, social and moral). The 
S. Gulfem Cakir / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 5 (2010) 1079–1083 1081
interviews lasted for 15 to 25 minutes. Single mothers’ reports of stress-producing experiences and the sources that 
they receive support were analyzed for similar thematic content in related to problems and support sources of single 
parenting.   
 
3. Results 
3. 1. Problems of Single Parents 
All mothers expressed at least one problem faced as a single-mother and many of them mentioned more than one. 
The problems expressed by mothers were grouped into 6 groups, including financial problems, children’s problems 
related to fathers’ absence, role overload, cultural attitudes towards widowhood, concerns over parenting, and other. 
More than half the participants (56%, N = 14) expressed financial problems. Common aspects of financial problems 
were related to not having enough income and feeling inadequate in completing their children needs and wishes. 
One mother commented, 
 
“I experience economical hardships and my income is not enough to satisfy all my children’s needs or wishes. I 
can’t get any financial support from my ex-husband. I am struggling with living on little money.” 
 
Mothers’ coping with their children’s feelings that stem from lack of father involvement in various life tasks were 
also expressed by almost half of the participants (48%, N = 12). They mentioned about their children’s need for a 
father and a two-parent family life. One mother explained, 
 
“My son is missing his father a lot. He doesn’t have a role model. He is very emotional. When he sees his friends 
with their fathers, he feels sad. He feels himself different from them” 
 
Problems stemming from role overload were also mentioned by almost half of the participants (40%, N = 10). 
Playing both mother and father roles was difficult for some women, as was balancing their time for work and family 
responsibilities. One mother noted, 
 
“It is really big responsibility to be with my children as a single mother. I have to deal with their all problems on my 
own as I am both mother and father. For example, in addition to working all day, I have to deal with their homework 
in the evenings or sleeping problems in the nights” 
 
Problems stemming from cultural attitudes toward widowhood were also common (40%, N = 10). Some reported 
that society’s perception of widows make them aware of their behaviors. They feel themselves as having to prove 
themselves. One mother explained, 
 
“I live in a neighborhood where people have more modern values but still if you are a widow you are perceived as 
easy women. You have to be careful about your behaviors. You have to be vigilant all the time. For example, when 
you have a male guest, your neighbors may gossip about your guest.”  
 
Concerns over effective parenting style were also common (36%, N = 9). They mentioned their difficulty to 
choose most appropriate parenting style for their children. They are especially worried about their sons’ not having a 
male role model. They are trying to compensate father’s absence with various sources like grandfather, uncles, 
relatives and male friends. They feel that they have to balance both father and mother roles. One mother expressed, 
 
“I don’t know how to treat my son. When I become authoritarian, he cries. I don’t know how to balance my 
parenting.” 
 
There were also other problems mentioned by one or two participants in our study. These included need for 
psychological help, feeling of insecurity, concerns over children’s safety, concerns over re-marriage, problems in 
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their relationship with ex-husband, not being able to gratify age-related needs, concerns over future, and self-
efficacy.  
 
3.2. Sources of Support 
All 25 participants expressed at least one support source. Responses were categorized into 6 categories, including 
family, friends, grandmothers, self-support/resourcefulness, ex-husband, relatives, and other. Family support were 
the mostly stated support source (68%, N = 17). This kind of support included financial and emotional support from 
extended family members. Support from friends were also common (36%, N=9). Grandmother’s emotional and 
actual support, and assistance and guidance (28%, N = 7) were specifically mentioned by some participants. Self-
support/ resourcefulness (28%, N = 7), ex-husband’s support (financial/social/emotional) (20%, N = 5) and 
relatives’ financial support (16%, N = 4) were mentioned by some participants as their sources of support. Other 
support sources which were mentioned by one or two participants included psychological help, financial support 
from neighbors, and their work-life.  
 
4. Conclusion 
 
The findings of this study contributed to the limited number of studies who have examined the problems and 
support source of single-parenting. In line with the existing literature, single mothers’ major problem was related to 
financial matters (Richards & Schmiege, 1993), which was followed by problems related to absence of fathers in 
children’s lives and role overload. The findings also showed that cultural attitudes toward widowhood constitute 
some challenges for Turkish single mothers, which needs to be further investigated in future studies. In terms of 
support sources, it appeared that women’s extended family was the main support source for Turkish single mothers. 
It also appeared that Turkish grandmothers shared a lot of responsibilities of their single daughters while 
grandfathers functioned as a source of financial support. These results were consistent with the characteristics of the 
collectivistic values prevalent in Turkish culture. Although, in Turkey, nuclear families appear to be widespread 
(Imamoglu & Yasak, 1997) these families are in fact functionally extended that the family functions as if it were 
extended and received support from the close proximity of immediate kin in social, emotional and material areas 
(ømamo÷lu, 1987; Imamoglu & Yasak, 1997; Kagitcibasi, 1984; 1996). Indeed, when a couple is divorced or 
separated in Turkey the extended family gets immediately in charge and takes the responsibilities of both spouses, 
regardless of their gender. Such a support system may help the single parents and their children less likely to feel the 
hazards of a broken family. 
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